back to a fall in the grain price in 1375, and a rise in wages around the 1370s. For this reason the years 1380-1440 could be regarded as the first phase of the golden age, or at least a silver age. 'Labourer' is being used here in a specific sense to mean an agricultural worker without a specialist skill, who was hired in the short term and often by the day. This essay will focus on adult male labourers, and women and young people also employed in small-scale tasks, and will only make passing reference to 'servants in husbandry' who worked for a whole year, and were often employed as ploughmen, carters, shepherds and dairy maids. On building sites labourers dug foundations, carried materials, and assisted masons, carpenters and tilers, but they are not our main concern. The agricultural labourers who form the subject of this enquiry undertook such tasks as threshing, loading and unloading carts, weeding, digging ditches and ponds, woodcutting, hedging and mending fences. The phrase 'common labourers' meaning habitual labourers appears in some contemporary sources. Labourers usually had their own houses and families, while servants were more likely to be single.
For historians who give prominence to population change, the 'golden age' arose out of a labour shortage. After the troubled episodes of famine and then epidemics between 1315 and 1375, in the fifteenth century the English population scarcely attained 2.5 million (Smith, 2002, pp. 180-3) . Whenever family members were listed the numbers of children seem small, perhaps reflecting a late age of marriage or low fertility within marriage. The erosion of population from disease continued, with small-scale or local plague outbreaks, and epidemics of dysentery in 1473 and of the sweating sickness in 1485. A high rate of mortality and short life span was a feature of monastic communities, especially in the later decades of the fifteenth century, which may be indicative of the experience of the rest of society, including the lower ranks from which labourers were recruited (Hatcher, 1986; Harvey, 1993, pp. 112-45; Hatcher et al., 2006) .
The tendency for the differences between skilled and unskilled wages to close in the late fourteenth and fifteenth centuries might point to the effects of declining population (Beveridge, 1936, pp. 32-3, 35 ). An authoritative calculation found that in the 1340s a skilled specialist thatcher or tiler received approximately twice the daily wage of his assistant ('mate' as we might say) with a ratio of 210:100. In the 1440s the ratio had changed to the advantage of the assistant, to 145:100 (Farmer, 1991, pp. 478-9) . Another sign of the importance of a demographic factor is found in the rise of real wages, as demand for basic foodstuffs declined when consumers diminished in number. Thorold Rogers had shown that in the 'golden age' wages had increased purchasing power, and this observation was given more sophisticated statistical justification by Phelps Brown and Hopkins, who calculated the price of a shopping basket of consumables (which changed over the centuries as consumption preferences evolved), and compared it with the daily wage rates of building workers (Phelps Brown and Hopkins, 1962) . They
